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ABSTRACT 

This paper identifies differences in educational 
outcomes for rural stu'ients in South Australia compared to their 
metropolitan peers. This information was compiled by a task force 
whose aim was to develop an action plan to achieve equality of 
educational opportunities for rural students. Available information 
suggests that students' in country schools generally do less well than 
their metropolitan peers or than the student population as a whole. 
Teachers, parents, and students cite restricted access to educational 
and other services as the major detriment experienced by students in 
country schools. In addition, rural students spend less time studying 
languages other than English, music, drama, or dance, and more time 
studying agriculture, computing/keyboarding, health, or home 
economics, when compared to students in metropolitan schools. Other 
findings include: marked differences in curriculum provision between 
country and metropolitan secondary schools; discrepancies in dropout 
rates of students living in the country when compared to metropolitan 
students; rural-urban differences in achievement scores in math, 
physics, and chemistry; and lower participation rates of rural 
students in pos t s econdary education and training. These findings 
represent preliminary information, and more research is needed 
concerning participation, achievement, and retention to provide a 
basis for informed decision making. Additional rural issues that were 
raised by principals, teachers, and support staff include staffing, 
interagency support, and changing employment opportunities. (LP) 
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NATURE OF EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE IN COUNTRY SCHOOLS: A SOUTH 

AUSTRALIAN PERSPECTIVE 

David Craig — Australia. 

ABSTRACT 

The patter raises quesiioas for suideiits m country areas in relation to panicipatum. retention, achievement and post school options. The intention of 
the paper is to provide information and direction for further action and debate at a school and systems level. Some key questions that will be 
addrtLssed are: 

• Whai lb ihe nature of the educational dibadvaniage confronting students in the country? 

• What are the unacceptable differences in the educational outcomes of studenLS in country schools? 

• What social and economic issues are emerging which impact on student participation and achievement? 

• Wliat can be done to address the educational disadvantage cxi^erienced by country students? 

The paixT was developed as a basis for consultation with school based suff, educational suppon sc ranees and parents. Results of the consultation 
will inform pnonties and strategics for an action plan for country' students in South Australia The consultation process was completed in Apnl and 
the responses analysed in June. 

This paper is intended to provide insights into the luture of the educational disadvantage expcncnced by country' students. In doing so it highlights 
the difficulties many country studetiLs exi>crience in accessing and pamcipating in a broad balanced curnculum and the cumculum reform which is 
necessary to address this exdiLsion. 



INTRODUCTION 

In 1993 a task group was convened to develop an action plan as 
directed by objective 3 of the South Australian Education 
Department’s Three Year Plan which is "To achieve equality of 
opportunity and social justice for students The task group who 
contributed to the writing of thus paper were: 



Kale Bajzik 
Margaret Bcagley 
Barry Buderick 
David Craig (executive 
Graham Davis 
Jenmler Emery 
Mary Maiiscll 



Aboriginal Education 
Open Access College 
Eastern Area School 
“oflicer) Curriculum Division 
Western Area 
Curriculum Division 



Peter Muller 
Judi Quinn 

Susan Sweciman (convenor) 



Co unity Areas Program Slate 
Advisory' Comrnllloe 

Penol,i Hi)’h St hool 

Ceduna Area School 

Curriculum Division 



The litsk group agreed that the process for developing an action 
plan should compnse three elements' 
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♦ preparing and distributing information about the educational 
experience of students living in the country as well as 
information about system support directed to country schooling 

♦ consulting with teachers, students, school councils, parent and 
community groups about priorities and strategics for an action 
plan for stndeius living in the country' 

♦ developing an action plan for distribution to schools and 
divisions in 1 995. 

This pajxT represents achievement of the first step in the procef^ 
of developing an action plan. 

While this paj^er focuses on identifying the differences in 
educational outcomes for students in country' schools compared 
with their metropolitan peers, it is important to keep in mind the 
considerable benefits of living in the country and attending the 
local school 

Perhaps the most proldematic complication is that there is no 
shared understanding of preeiscly what the unacceptable 
differences in outcomes are for country students Veiy little 
information is available from researchers or from educational 
moniioiing which enable judgemeiiLs to be made about if and how 
stiKleiiis in the country benefit less from schooling conipared with 
their meiro|x>iitan peers. 

This paper marks a starting point in understanding educational 
disadvantage as it relates to students in country schoc^ls. The t«isk 
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by siudems in counir>' schools. The more remoie and isolated 
schools and siudems are. ihe less opporlunily ihcy have lo access 
social, cultural and cducaiional aciiviiies available lo siudems in j 

ihe meiropoliian area. j 

Some informaiion about achievement and the indicators of 
educational success is available about counii 7 students as a group. 

However, until state wide informaiion systems and plans for 
monitoring student achievement are implemented and data 
collected and analysed by group and gender, informaiion about 
who benefits and does not benefit from schooling is unavailable at 
a system level. 

The next section of this paper describes informaiion available 
about students in country schools in relation to participation, 
retention and achievement compared with their metropolitan 
counter parts. Much of the informaiion has been drawn from small 
scale investigations and local studies funded by the Country Areas 
Program. 

PARTICIPATION I 

For the purposes of this paper participation refers to student 
enrolment in the required areas of learning. The sources of 
informaiion at a state level are limited to an unpublished report 
from the Junior Secondary Review and Senior Secondary 
Assessment Board of South Australia (SSABSA) reports on SACE 
enrolments. Currently system wide data is not collected on 
participation in the prinnary years of schooling, however, the issues 
emerging from reports on participation in secondary schooling 
have implications for the early years of schooling. 

As part of the junior Secondary Review informaiion was collected 
about curriculum offered and lime allocated to subjects in schools 
with a secondary enrolment. Data for students attending Area 
schools was extracted in order to see whether any trends were 
apparent in relation to curriculum provision for students in 
country schools. 



group is of the view that monitoring educational outcomes and 
research into related issues must be incorporated into an action 
plan so that future planning is based on a comprehensive 
informaiion base 

EDUCATIONAL EXPERIENCE OF STUDENTS 
IN COUNTRY SCHOOLS 

It .i,.jH-ars from the information available that generally students in 
country schools do less well than their rneiropoluan peers or than 
the student population as a whole. Preliminary information 
suggests the differences in achievement and post school education 
are significant South Australian participation data currently 
confined to subject enrolment in years 11 and 12 suggests 
substantial dilferences in some sui^jecis and similarities in others. 

The task group, m presenting information about educational 
outcomes of couniiy' students recognises the positive aspects of 
living m and attending schools in the country. When asked 
students, parents and teachers readily identify a number of factors 
which contribute to an enhanced quality of life characteristic of 
living in the country. An investigation (unpublished) of the 
harriers to and facilitators of student participation and retention lo 
year 12 in Countiy' Areas Program (remoie arid isolated) schools 
reports the benefits of country schools as perceived by parents, 
students and teachers. 

• smaller schools and in many cases smaller clrsses contribute to 
supportive educational and social relationships between 
students and between teachers and students 

• teachers are often part of the local community participating in 
the town's recreational and service groups 

• parents have a strong commitment and sense of responsibility 
for the school which is often evidenced in fund raising activities 
and grounds development 

• paren.s will often identify safely and lots of space as important 
for children growing up. 

EDUCATIONAL DISADVANTAGE 

In South Australia students identified as educationally 
disadvantaged are those whose educational outcomes compare 
unfavourably with the student population as a whole. The benefits 
of schooling are usually described in terms of students’ 
achievement in the South Australian Certificate of Education 
(SACE) and their post school destinations particularly employment 
and/or ternary study. Indicators of the benefits of schooling are 
generally accepted as attendance, participation and retention. That 
is, if students have very low absence rales, actively engage in the 
required areas of study and complete a full secondary education 
(usually equaled with completing the SACE) they are more likely 
to be successful and have more options for further study, training 
or employment. 

Equal opporlunily legislation and Education Deparimeni policies 
identify the following groups as disadvantaged; 

• girls 

• students from non English speaking backgrounds 

• Aboriginal students 

• students with disabilities 

• .qudenis living in poverty 

In recent years siudems living in geographically remote areas have 
also been identified However, this has been done without any real 
examination of what disadvantage means for these students There 
has also been confusion about the group to whom the 
disadvantage refers, ie is it all country sludenLs or only those in 
geographically isolated and remote areas? 

Educational disadvantage for country students has traditionally 
^ I described in terms of provision or lack of it rather than 
Ci^I^cniie'i 7‘eaehers. parents and students cite restricted access to 
MlBimPLatioiial and other services as the nia|or deirirnenl experienced 



The significant differences between the subject emphases of Area 
schools compared to all schools arc illustrated in the following 
table. Students in Area schools spend less lime studying languages 
other than English (LOTE), music, drama, dance and more time 
studying agriculture, compuiing/keyboard, health and home 
economics compared with students in all schoob. 



Table 1: Average time spent on subjects in Area schools 
compared with all schools 



Subject 


Percentage of lime 


LOTE 


40% 


Music 


33% 


Drama/dance 


32% 


Agnculiural studies 


223% 


Compming/keyboa rd 


221% 


Health 


172% 


Home economics 


125% 



Suurcc; Junior Seconcluiy Review, Intenm Project Group 



Information from SSABSA about country students subject 
enrolment supports the findings of the junior Secondary Review. 
At year 12 there are also marked differences between country and 
metropolitan students’ enrolment in publicly assessed and sc*^ool 
assessed subjects. The table below shows that in 1992 
approximately one third of students in the country were enrolled 
m PES compared with just over half of the metropolitan students. 



Table 2: Total number of subject enrolments in Year 12 PES 
and SAS courses 





PI-S* 


% 


SAS** 


% 


(iouniry students 




35.7% 


14 141 


64 ^ 


Metropolitan students 


21 (i03 


55.(VX, 


20 414 


44.4 



.Source. Senior Secondury Assessment /^cxirj o/.S<iuih Ausiroliu, I‘^)2 



• PI'S ickrs lo Publicly I'-xammcd Subjecti 
•• SAS refers lo Sdu>ol Assessed Subjects 
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U appears there are marked differences in curriculum provision 
between country and metropolitan secondary schools. However 
further investigation is required before judgements can be made. 
Reasons for differences in timetabling practices, curriculum 
offerings and subject enrolments need to be investigated. 

The establishment of the Open Access College had as its central 
pur^>ose the provision of R-12 courses through distance education 
which allows all students, particularly those in rural and remote 
areas, access to the full range of curriculum. 

Students are able to enrol with the Open Access College to take 
subjects not offered by the school. In theory this means students 
are not restricted in subject choice by the size of the school they 
attend. In practice it appears that responses to distance education 
vary. Information from Education Review Unit reports and from an 
investigation into factors influencing participation and retention in 
Country Areas Program schools suggests that the extent to which 
the potential of distance education is maximised is directly related 
to staff support. 

In some schools negative attitudes of staff corresponded with 
student and parent resistance to enrolling in courses delivered by 
distance education. In others where appropriate facilities and 
management structures have been established and support is 
provided, parents, students and staff identified significant benefits 
for students. In addition to successful participation and completion 
of courses, students and parents reported appreciation of the wider 
curriculum choice available and increased student confidence and 
independence as a result of acquiring a range of new skills and 
abilities. Students identified connections between these skills and 
their future education and employment opportunities. 

While there is no doubt room for improvement in distance 
education delivery, particularly the technology used and the skills 
of delivery teachers, the information available indicates that action 
is required in some schools to ensure students benefit from this 
method of participating in the curriculum. Currently distance 
education is used predominantly by students in senior secondary. 
However increasing numbers of primary school students are 
enroling in LOTE through the Open Access College.. 

RETENTION 

At a system level the apparent retention rates arc calculated for the 
state by comparing the number of students at year 12 with the 
number of year 8 students five years previously. While schools 
have the capacity to track individual student’s retention and arc 
thereby able to calculate real retention rates, there is no 
mechanism at a system level to do this. This method produces 
retention data which is relatively accurate for the total student 
population. However it is considerably less useful for looking at 
retention rates for groups of schools or groups of students. The 
method takes no account of student transfers between schools nor 
of re-entry students. 



Table 3: Apparent retention rates to year 12 in South 
Australian government schools in 1992 





Boys 


Girls 


Total 


Meiropohian 


97.7 


103.2 


100.4 


('.outury 


01.8 


60.7 


64.2 


loial 


84.8 


90 1 


87.3 



ScTurcc: In/ormcinun Munci^cm/*nt t/nit, hciucdiion Depurt merit. 



The retention to year 12 of stiidenus living in the country appears 
significantly lower than for students in the metropolitan area. 
However it must be kept in mind that a number of students living 
in the country leave the local school to complete then education in 
a metropolitan school or a school in a regional centre. If there was 
the capacity to collect information using home location rather ihan 
school location the differences may not be as great What these 
figures do show is that significant numbers of students in the 
country leave their local schools before completing Year 12. 
Presumably a reasonable proportion complete their schooling 
elsewhere. 



When comparing figures for metropolitan and country school 
leavers provided by the Australian' Bureau of Statistics (1991) 
census, it appears the school leaving rate is higher for metropolitan 
students; 11% of metropolitan students left school at age 15 years 
compared with 9.7% of country students. 

Clearly further work is required before w'e have an accurate picture 
of retention in country schools and the reasons for students leaving 
their local schools. 

A small scale investigation funded by the Country Areas Program 
(CAP) which targets remote and isolated schools looked at 
retention of students in a group of schools on the west coast of 
Eyre Peninsula. (Girls in Rural Schooling, Education Department 
1993). The report claims that students from small primary schools 
who attend Area schools to complete their secondary education 
have lower retention rates than students who complete their 
primary schooling at an Area school. 

For these students the retention rates in the period 1980 to 1990 
w'crc consistently less than 50%. It appears that retention to year 
12 for students from small, remote schools is a significant issue. 
The report suggests that matters relating to transition, induction, 
travel and living away from home require further investigation. 

Another study (unpublished) undertaken in six schools in the 
Murray Malice region of the state asked students who had recently 
left school, their perceptions of what schooling in the country 
needs to offer students in order to prepare them for further study 
and/or work. This group of school leavers identified a number of 
areas for action including: 

• improve access to information and resources, and the 
opportunity to work independently with support when needed 

• provide better environments for academic excellence 

• improve information about up to date career options and 
guidance in choice of subjects to fulfil these career options 

• improve access to a wide range of subjects, whether it be 
through distance education or face to face teaching 

• appoint good teachers, teachers are an important part of a 
student’s life 

• encourage and expect students to continue their education after 
leaving school. 

The task group considers some of the areas for action identified 
above are worth further investigation. In particular the provision of 
better environments for academic excellence. Anecdotal evidence 
suggests that in some schools, both meirop>olitan and country it is 
accepted that students do not strive to be successful and that the 
peer group actively works against student retention to year 12 and 
successful completion of SACE. 

The Country Areas Program investigation into factors assisting and 
inhibiting student participation and retention in country schools 
reports that some teachers and parents described their school as 
having a culture of mediocrity. 

Further investigation is required particularly into the roles that 
school staffs, parents and students have in maintaining or changing 
such a culture. 

Questions that arise from this information are; 

What factors contribute to students moving from country schools 
to complete their secondary education? 

What impact does the exodus at years 8, 10, and 11 have on the 
students remaining in the local school? 

How wide spread is the culture of mediocrity and what action can 
be taken by school cornmuniries to address it? 

ACHIEVEMENT 

Until the plan for monitoring student achievement is implemented 
data available at a system level on student achievement is restricted 
to reports from SSABSA on students’ achievement in stage I and 2 
of the SACE 
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For inosi subjects in SACE stage 2 there is little difference in 
achievement between country and meiropolilan students. However 
there are some differences which the following tables demonstrate. 



In maths and science subjects enrolment and attainment are 
generally lower for students in country schools. The following 
table shows mean scores in SACE stage 2 subjects in 1Q92. 



Table 4: SACE Stage 2 Maths I, Maths II, Physics and Chemistry 

Subject Metropolitan Country 

Male Female Male female 





Mean Score 


F.nrolnicm 


Mean Score 


Enrolment 


Mean Score 


linrolmem 


Mean Score 


Enrolment 


Maths 1 


134 


1375 


13.9 


647 


11.8 


305 


12.6 


144 


Maths 11 


1.3 3 


1359 


14.1 


641 


11.6 


.304 


12.5 


143 


Rhysics 


12.8 


2301 


13.3 


1075 


11.0 


529 


12.0 


246 


Chemistry 


13.0 


1718 


13.1 


1113 


11.3 


416 


11.7 


289 



Source. Senior Secondary Assesswnt Board of South Austtoiia. J992 



Mean Score refers to the average subject achievement score. 

Girls achievement in each of the maths and science subjects is 
higher than that of boys however the enrolments of girls in those 
subjects is about half that of boys. Boys in country schools do less 
well than boys and girls in metropolitan schools. The difference in 
achievement between girls and boys in country' schools is less 
marked. 

Further' information is required to provide a comprehensive 
picture of students aspirations and post school destinations. It can 
probably be assumed that fewer girls choose maths and science 
subjects for reasons based on stereotypes of girls capabilities and 
aspirations. This information has implications for subject 
counsellors in senior secondary, maths and science teaching and 
career education courses across the R-12 range. 

Other infonnation obtained from the Senior Secondary Assessment 
Board of South Australia. 1992 indicated a higher participation 
. and achievement rates in gender stereotyped course options. This 
was particularly noticeable for boys in automotive maintenance 
and furniture construction. 

To w'hat extent do students’ subject choices reflect their post 
school aspirations? 

What strategies can be implemented to broaden girls and boys 
subject choices? 

POST SCHOOL DESTINATIONS 

The decline in the rural economy has had a significant impact on 
country students post school options. Opportunities for 
employment for both girls and boys on farms and local businesses 
and ser\'ice industries arc no longer guaranteed. 

The National Board of Employment Education and Training 
(1991) reported low participation rates of country students in 
further education and training and identified it as a major concern. 

Table 5: Participation in TAPE and Higher Education by age 

group for South Australia (% of relevant age cohort) 

TAPE H.gher education 

Age Meiropv'lnan Non meiropoliian McirO[wliian Non nieiiopoliian 

lSiol9 12.1 107 105 OR 

20 to 24 10.7 2 9 H.7 0 9 

S()urcc. Austruiicin Bureau (>/ .Sfatistirs I 

• this table docs nol ncicssanly icprc.seni ihc origins of the students 
(mctr('pohlan/non mciK'pflnan) it might only lepiesent then iniicnl hudlton 
while studying 

Further information is required from young people in the country 
about what assists and inhibits their participation in further 
education and training. The study, Girls in Rural Schooling found 
that the percentage of girls taking up further etlucation or training 
Q' *H)St school option after completing year 12 is the same 
Y^r) schooling was coinpletetl at the local Area scTkx'iI or at a 

in a regional centre However, girls who completed their 
““emotion locally tended to select a narrower choice of post school 



options. This study also revealed that out of a cohort of 44 
Aboriginal girls, in the year after leaving school only 14 (34%) 
were employed or participating in some form of further education 
and training. 

The following i;.ble provides information on 1992 Year 12 
students in government schools who applied, were given an offer, 
enrolled or deferred in 1993 courses at a higher educational 
institution. As a guide to interpreting this data, in 1992 28.8% of 
year 12 students were enrolled in country government schools and 
71.2% in metropolium government schools. 



Table 6: SATAC applications, offers, enrolments and 
deferments 1992 for 1993 





Applications 


Offers 


Enrolments 


Deferments 


Country 


1«7 24% 


1009 24.3% 


682 21.0% 


212 


39.7% 


Metropolitan 


6147 76% 


3139 75.7% 


2571 79.0% 


322 


60.3% 



Sourer - Australian Tertiary Aclmissian Centre Sixteenth Annual Report 

to30]une. m3 



In 1993. 16.7% of students in country government schools 
enrolled in a higher education institution compared with 23.5% in 
metropolitan government schools. 

Information from the ABS (1991) indicates that in South Australia 
13% of metropolitan 15 to 25 year olds who are not in the 
workforce arc unemployed compared with 20% in the country. It 
appears that employment opportunities for young people living in 
country areas are more restricted. 

Clearly more information is needed about country girls and boys 
post school destinations. 

To what extent are schools monitoring students participation in 
further education, training and employment? 

What can be done at a school and system level to improve students 
opportunities for participating in higher education and training 
programs in country' areas? 

This brief overview of educational outcomes for country students 
raises more questions than it answers. Current initiatives for 
monitoring participation, achievement and retention will in future 
years provide the basis for more inlormcd decision making. For 
the time being however, we must carefully consider the data 
available along with information about the cxpencnce of teachers, 
[larents and stiulents and make our best judgements about action 
to be taken to improve schooling for all students in country 
schools. 

EMERGING ISSUES 

Durirg the preparation of this information pape:r a number of 
issues were raised in conversations with principals, teachers and 
school support stall in Western and Eastern Areas. The task group 
invites respo’^se to the following issues, itlcntificalion of additional 
issues and comment on their impact cm teaching and learning ui 
country schcx'* *lr> 
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StafTinj?. 

As mentioned in the introduction country South Australia is 
diverse making generalisations about characteristics of schools and 
schooling in the country almost impossible. The staffing profile of 
country schools is often raised by teachers, principals and parents 
as an issue related to disadvantage 

Some schools in the country have relatively high staff turn over 
rates, a high proportion of teachers recently completing their 
tr.'iining, a high proportion of contact teachers and difficulties 
employing temporary relieving teachers (TRT’s). Management 
issues associated with these characteristics include induction 
programs, continuity of program development, school 
development planning and training and development. 

However, there are countr)' schools with very low staff turn over 
rates and training and development for teacher renewal is 
identified as a priority given the expectations ol schools in relation 
to initiatives such as national statements and profiles, social justice 
and performance management. Teachers and principals and 
support staff also identify training and development as a priority 
for principals taking up their first appointment, teachers returning 
to w’ork after relatively long periods of leave and teachers who 
have worked in small country schools for all or most of their 
careers. 

While the above issues are not confined to country schools, the 
provision of training and development is complicated by costs and 
time required to travel to district based or centrally provided 
programs. Distance education technology has the potential to 
overcome the constraints of distance and requires further 
investigation and development. 

Changing Demography Of Country Towns 

The task group has been unable to gather data about social 
stratification in country towns. However principals and school 
support personnel report that particular towns appear to be 
attracting increasing numbers of families and students who qualify 
for school card. 

Over recent years relatively low cost housing has become available 
in these towns or on nearby farms and families are moving from 
the metrofX)litan or greater metropolitan area to take advantage of 
low rent, and an improved quality of life. In some towns new 
housing developments are being occupied by low income families. 
These changes impact on schools as the student population 
becomes more diverse. There are consequent issues for school 
staffs and school councils to address to ensure a cohesive school 
community and quality schooling for all students 

Over the last two or three years student transience has also been 
retognised as a significant issue. Anecdotal cvidience suggests that 



moving school more than once during a year has a significant 
impact on the educational outcomes of students. There are 
undoubtedly issues here for school management and organisation 
and for teachers' programming and planning to minimise the 
negative impact of transience on student participation and 
achievement. 

Interagency Support 

Increasingly, schools in regional centres and larger country' towns 
are finding they require departmental student services and the 
services of other agencies in their efforts to support students and 
their families. There are a number of difficulties associated with 
accessing support ser\'ices. Most services are located in regional 
centres which in some cases arc understaffed because positions can 
not be filled. Schools at some distance from regional centres often 
have to wait for scheduled visits from support personnel. 

Changing Employment Opportunities 

The reduction of employment options in country towns and on 
farms has been occurring steadily over the past few years. The 
impact of these changes are reported in terms of students' and 
families feelings of anger, frustration and hopelessness as the 
traditional employment opportunities which for some students 
were guaranteed, no longer exist. Farms are sold, share farming is 
no longer viable, local businesses lay off staff or close altogether. 
There are implications for schools in relation to both supporting 
students as they come to grips with these changes and in the 
development of useful career counselling and work education 
programs. 

To what extent are the social and economic issues identified above 
experienced across country areas and how are school communities 
responding? 

What further issues are emerging which impact on country schools 
and how are schools responding? 
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